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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      November 26th

      ELI

      

      Skate. Check. Pivot. Pass.

      The rhythm of morning practice pounds through my head, drowning out everything else. That’s why I’m here an hour before required team time—the ice doesn’t ask questions. It doesn’t care that I couldn’t sleep past 4 AM. Again.

      I drive hard toward Johnson, our center, who’s been lazy on his defensive coverage all week. He sees me coming and tries to sidestep, but I’m faster. The collision sends him sprawling across the ice. Satisfying.

      “What the hell, Bergeron!” he shouts, scrambling up. “It’s practice, not playoffs!”

      I circle back, offering no apology. “Your left side was wide open. In a game, that’s a goal against us.”

      Coach Tremblay’s whistle cuts through the air, sharp and irritated. “Bergeron! A word.”

      The other guys avoid eye contact as I skate to the boards. They’re used to this by now—me pushing too hard, Coach pulling me aside. It’s a routine we’ve established in my eleven months with the Rougarous.

      “What’s the first rule in this rink?” Coach asks, voice deliberately calm.

      I stare at the ice. “We’re a team, not individuals.”

      “And what part of slamming Johnson into next Tuesday supports that philosophy?”

      “He’s been sloppy all week. Someone needs to⁠—“

      “Not your job.” Coach cuts me off. “Your job is to play your position and trust your teammates to play theirs. This isn’t Boston, and it sure as hell isn’t the SPHL.”

      The mention of my former league tightens something in my chest. My shoulder twinges slightly, a phantom reminder of the injury that started my downward slide. In Boston, aggression was currency. In the SPHL, my intensity was an asset until it wasn’t. Now in the FPHL—the bottom rung of professional hockey—it’s a liability.

      Bottom might be a great place to start, but it’s a brutal cross check when you’ve slid down to it.

      “Got it,” I say flatly.

      Coach sighs. “Look, Eli. You’ve got more talent than most guys at this level. But whatever’s eating you needs to stay off my ice. We clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      He pats my shoulder pad—my right one, thankfully. “Good. Now go apologize to Johnson before I make you both do suicides until you puke.”

      I nod and skate toward Johnson, already formulating the minimum acceptable apology. The words will be empty, but they’ll check the box. That’s how this works—say the right things, keep your head down, play the game. Don’t let anyone see what’s actually happening behind your face mask.

      Practice ends with line drills. I’m paired with Kowalski, a rookie defenseman with good instincts but too much hesitation. I bark instructions at him between drills, and he absorbs them without complaint. At least someone appreciates my intensity.

      In the locker room, I’m first in the shower and nearly dressed before most guys have their gear off. Minimal conversation, maximum efficiency—my specialty.

      My phone buzzes from my locker. Probably my agent with another non-update about trade rumors. The Rougarous aren’t keeping me past my contract; we all know it. I’m a defensive rental, useful until I’m not.

      But it’s not my agent. It’s Xavier.

      
        
          
            
              
        Looking forward to seeing you at the team dinner. Logan and I are excited to meet your teammates.

      

      

      

      

      

      Everything inside me goes still. Logan. Of course he’d bring Logan—the defensive partner he was fucking while still with me. The perfect exclamation point on my humiliation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Because we’re together. Remember?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not why Logan. Why are you coming here?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ve been invited.

      

      

      

      

      

      What the hell?

      
        
          
            
              
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re as good at conversation as you used to be, I see.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Look, I thought it would be polite to give you a head’s up. I’m helping out with scouting.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nothing for you to be concerned about.

      

      

      

      

      

      Except I’m the one that wants to be scouted.

      I set the phone down carefully, like it might detonate. My jaw clenches so tight I can hear my molars protest.

      “Bad news?” Miller, our captain, glances at my phone as he passes.

      “Nothing important.” My voice comes out normal. Controlled. I’ve had practice.

      Miller gives me a look that says he doesn’t buy it but won’t push. One of the few tolerable things about him.

      I finish dressing mechanically, mind racing ahead. The team dinner this weekend is supposed to be just players and close family. But it’s been morphing. Local press might be there for photos. And now Xavier and Logan, the living reminder of why letting people close is a tactical error.

      Perfect.

      The parking lot is nearly empty when I exit. November in Louisiana is nothing like November in Boston—no snow, just a damp chill that somehow feels colder than actual freezing temperatures. I’m unlocking my Range Rover—one of the few luxuries I allow myself from my trust fund—when Miller catches up to me.

      “Hey, Bergeron. Hold up.”

      I turn, impatience barely concealed. “What’s up, Cap?”

      “About the dinner Saturday.” He shifts his gear bag. “You’re going, right?”

      “It’s mandatory, isn’t it?”

      He ignores my tone. “Management’s making a big deal this year. Potential sponsors from Mississippi, plus that ESPN crew doing the feature on southern hockey expansion.”

      “I’ll smile for the cameras.” I unlock my car door.

      “Look, man.” Miller lowers his voice. “I saw that text. Your ex is coming?”

      I freeze. “Not your business.”

      “As captain, the team’s image is exactly my business.” He holds up his hands when I glare. “I’m not trying to get in your personal shit. Just suggesting maybe you bring someone. Avoid awkward questions.”

      “I’m not dating anyone.” The words come out clipped.

      “Doesn’t have to be real,” he says with a shrug. “Just someone for the night. Makes you look stable, makes the team look good, makes your ex think you’ve moved on. Triple win.”

      I stare at him. “You’re suggesting I hire a date.”

      “I’m suggesting you be strategic.” He grins. “That analytical brain of yours should appreciate that approach.”

      Before I can respond, he’s walking away, calling over his shoulder, “Think about it, Bergeron. Sometimes defense is the best offense!”

      I sit in my car, engine running, heat blasting. My phone rings—my agent this time.

      “Eli, good practice?” Dave doesn’t wait for an answer. “So I’ve been talking with Alabama again. They’re still interested for a midseason trade, but Mississippi has also entered the conversation.”

      “Mississipi? Still FPHL. Does Louisiana want me gone so badly they’d trade me laterally?”

      “They’re working on a three-team deal. Nothing solid yet, but looking likely for after New Year’s.”

      “Mississippi doesn’t have anything Alabama would want in exchange,” I say automatically, brain shifting to trade logistics.

      After New Year’s. Five weeks, then another move. Another team, another city, another temporary life. At least it would be out of the FPHL, a step back up the ladder I’ve been climbing since the injury.

      “Alabama’s still the frontrunner?” I ask, pulling onto the street.

      “Yes, but keep an open mind about Mississippi. Smaller market, but they’re building something interesting.” Dave pauses. “How are things with the Rougarous? PR team says you’ve been... minimal in community engagement.”

      Translation: I’m not making the team look good enough.

      “I show up where I’m told to show up.”

      “Yes, but there’s showing up and there’s showing up.” I can hear him shuffling papers.

      “The team dinner this weekend—that’ll have scouts from both interested teams. A good impression goes a long way.”

      I already know who the SPHL scout is.

      “I’ll smile for the cameras,” I say dryly.

      “Eli.” Dave’s voice gets serious. “You’re at a career crossroads. Alabama is a contender, but they’re concerned about locker room fit after... well, after last time. Your hockey speaks for itself. It’s the other stuff they’re watching.”

      The other stuff. Like finding your boyfriend with your defensive partner. Like the resulting tension that fractured the defensive line. Like being labeled difficult because you didn’t pretend everything was fine.

      “I’ll play nice at the dinner,” I concede.

      “Bring a date,” Dave says, echoing Miller. “Someone pleasant. Photogenic.”

      “You too? Damn.”

      “Image matters, Eli. Especially now.”

      After we hang up, I drive to my apartment on autopilot. It’s a modern high-rise downtown, chosen for proximity to the arena and nothing else. Eleven months in Baton Rouge, and I still have moving boxes in the spare bedroom. No point unpacking when you’re just going to pack again.

      The apartment is silent, immaculate. I drop my keys in the ceramic bowl by the door—the only personal touch in the entryway. The place costs more than most FPHL players could afford, but the trust fund ensures I don’t have to live with roommates or in the team-subsidized housing. Another barrier between me and people who might get too close.

      In the kitchen, I prep a protein shake and open my laptop to review game footage. Normal routine. Don’t think about Xavier. Don’t think about the gala. Don’t think about being traded like equipment.

      But Miller’s suggestion keeps nagging at me. A strategic date. It makes sense. If Xavier’s bringing Logan, showing up alone makes me look pathetic. And if scouts are watching for locker room fit, appearing stable and settled could help.

      I pull up my contacts list, scrolling through names. Former teammates’ sisters? Too complicated. The pharmaceutical rep who gave me her number last month? Too likely to expect a real date. The PR team’s intern? Too unprofessional.

      My phone rings again—the Rougarous’ PR director, Alicia.

      “Eli, glad I caught you. About the team dinner⁠—“

      “Let me guess. You think I should bring a date.”

      She laughs. “Word travels fast. Yes, actually. Xavier RSVP’d with a plus-one, and we thought⁠—“

      “I’m handling it,” I interrupt. “But I could use a recommendation. Someone discreet, who understands this is a one-time arrangement.”

      “Oh.” She sounds surprised I’m not arguing. “Well, I have a contact at the tourism bureau who might know someone appropriate. Local, familiar with events, professional.”

      “Perfect. Get me their information.”

      After we hang up, I stare at my reflection in the darkened window. Money has always solved my practical problems—the best equipment, the best doctors for my shoulder, this apartment. But it’s never fixed the things that matter. Still, for this particular issue, it might be exactly what I need.

      This is just strategy. A defensive play. Two weeks of pretending to be dating a stranger, then back to real life. I’ve faked worse things on the ice.

      I draft a text to the tourism contact:

      
        
          
            
              
        Looking for companion for professional events over holiday season. Discreet, temporary arrangement. Compensation negotiable. Please recommend someone suitable.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before sending, I open Instagram. Xavier’s latest post shows him and Logan at some Alabama coffee shop, looking disgustingly happy. The caption reads, “Home for the holidays with this one [image: red heart].”

      I hit send on the text, then close all social media apps. Two weeks of pretending to be dating. I’ve faked worse things on the ice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      November 26th

      ANDRÉ

      

      “And if you look to your right, you’ll see Gaston. He’s about twelve feet of pure prehistoric attitude, but don’t worry—he already had breakfast.”

      I point toward the massive alligator sunning himself on a half-submerged cypress log. My boat of tourists gasps and raises phones in unison. November in Henderson Swamp means fewer gators visible, but Gaston’s my reliable star, always putting on a show for the good folks paying my bills.

      “How can you tell them apart?” asks a woman in a red visor, squinting through her camera.

      I tap the side of my nose. “When you grow up on the bayou, ma’am, you learn that every creature has its own personality. Gaston there, he’s got that notch in his tail from tangling with a boat propeller back in ’17. Plus, he’s partial to marshmallows, though don’t tell the wildlife folks I said that.”

      The boat erupts in laughter. I guide us deeper into the swamp, pointing out a great blue heron lifting from the water. My Santa hat slips forward, and I adjust it with practiced cheerfulness. Thibodeaux’s Authentic Bayou Tours goes all-in on holiday spirit, even when the temperature’s pushing seventy-five. Climate change means Christmas decorations look ridiculous against sweaty tourists, but we adapt. Adaptation’s the Cajun way.

      My phone vibrates against my thigh. I ignore it. Third call this morning, and it’s either the bank or the collection agency. Neither conversation can happen with eight sets of tourist ears around me.

      “Are those native plants?” A man in cargo shorts points to flowering bushes along the bank.

      I launch into my spiel about native versus invasive species, the delicate balance of the ecosystem, how my grandpère could predict weather by watching which plants flowered when. The words flow automatically while my mind calculates: today’s tour plus Thursday’s private booking minus the electric bill that’s a week overdue...

      “What are your Christmas traditions here?” asks a teenager, interrupting my mental accounting.

      I brighten, shifting into storyteller mode. “Well, cher, down here we do Christmas a little different. Instead of reindeer, we have what we call the Christmas Eve bonfires on the levee. Giant pyres lighting the way for Papa Noël—that’s our Santa—who comes by boat, not sleigh.”

      I don’t mention that I haven’t had time to gather wood for our bonfire yet, or that Mimi—my grandmother—has been disappearing more often lately, coming home with that particular forced cheerfulness I recognize because I’ve perfected it myself.

      The tour continues. I point out a family of nutria, explain the difference between moss and lichen, tell the legend of the rougarou that my grandpère swore he saw one foggy night after too much homemade shine. The tourists eat it up. I’m good at this—making people feel like they’ve discovered the real Louisiana, not the plastic beads and daiquiri version.

      As we circle back toward the dock, a notification pops up on my phone. Missed call from Mimi. My stomach tightens, but I keep my smile fixed.

      “And that concludes our tour, friends. Remember, what happens in the swamp stays in the swamp—except the mosquito bites. Those little souvenirs are yours to keep forever.”

      More laughter. I ease the boat against the weathered wooden dock where Theo, another guide, helps passengers disembark. A man in a University of Texas shirt presses a fifty into my palm.

      “For the gator stories,” he says with a wink.

      “Much appreciated, sir. That’ll keep Gaston in marshmallows.” I pocket the bill, relief washing through me. Might cover the phone bill at least.

      Theo nods as the last tourist leaves. “Slow day. Only had four on my morning run.”

      “Winter’s always tight,” I say, though December has never been this slow before. “Boss cutting hours again?”

      “Yeah. Keeping you on though. Tourists love that Cajun charm.” He mimics my accent, exaggerating it to ridiculous proportions.

      I laugh and punch his arm lightly. “Just jealous, you. Some of us don’t have to fake the funk.”

      “Speaking of funk, Claire in the office says the Baton Rouge Rougarous hockey team is looking for local vendors for their Christmas charity thing. Good money if you can get in.”

      “Hockey? On ice? In Louisiana?” I shake my head. “Talk about things that don’t belong...”

      “Money’s money, André. And word is they pay well.” He heads toward the office, calling over his shoulder, “Think about it!”

      I check my phone. Two missed calls from Mimi, one from a number I don’t recognize, and an app notification reminding me I’m overdrawn. Again.

      The office is quiet when I enter. Claire looks up from her computer. “Good tour?”

      “Always.” I count out the day’s earnings, separating my tips from the company’s cut. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

      “I’m cutting back Theo and Marcus for the next two weeks,” she says, not meeting my eyes. “But I can keep you on full schedule if you want.”

      “I’ll take anything available,” I say too quickly.

      She nods. “Thought so. Oh, and Chantal from the tourism bureau called for you. Something about an opportunity.”

      “Thanks.” I gather my things, mentally calculating how much gas I can put in my truck with today’s tips.

      “André?” Claire’s voice stops me at the door. “You okay? You seem... stretched thin lately.”

      I flash my best tour guide smile. “Just saving up for extra-special Christmas gifts this year.”

      The lie comes easily. No one needs to know that Thibodeaux’s Authentic Bayou Tours is one bad month from bankruptcy, or that I haven’t paid the mortgage on the family home in two months. No one needs to know that I’ve been selling off my grandpère’s fishing gear piece by piece, or that I’ve been eating rice and beans for dinner so Mimi can have proper meals.

      Some burdens aren’t meant to be shared.

      As I head to my truck, my phone pings with a message from Theo: “Crawfish boil at Landry’s tonight. Bring someone!”

      I delete it without responding. Between tours, Mimi, and trying to keep our finances afloat, dating has become a luxury I can’t afford—in time or money.

      My last relationship ended six months ago with “You’re never available” as the parting words. He wasn’t wrong.

      I drive home slowly, rehearsing upbeat greetings for Mimi. The mailbox at the end of our dirt drive is stuffed with envelopes—most bearing the ominous red “FINAL NOTICE” stamp. Tucked among them is a glossy brochure for Evangeline Downs Casino. My stomach sinks.

      I call Mimi’s cell phone. Straight to voicemail.

      “Hey, Mimi, just checking if you need anything from Guidry’s Market. Thought I’d make your favorite gumbo tonight. Call me back, yeah?”

      I detour to the small grocery anyway, picking up sausage and okra I can’t really afford. Mimi’s gumbo always makes her happy, and happy people don’t feel the need to try their luck at the slots.

      The house is quiet when I arrive—a faded yellow shotgun that’s housed Thibodeauxs for four generations. The paint is peeling, the porch sags slightly, but it’s home. Every crack and creak tells a family story.

      I find Mimi at the kitchen table, her small frame hunched over a mug of tea. Her eyes are red-rimmed.

      “Mimi? What’s wrong? You sick?” I set the groceries down and rush to her side.

      She looks up, and the naked shame in her eyes stops me cold. “Oh, André. I’ve done something terrible.”

      “Whatever it is, we can fix it.” The words come automatically, though dread pools in my stomach.

      “I went back to the boats.” Her voice is small. “I thought... I was so sure my luck would turn. I had a system.”

      I sit heavily in the chair across from her. “How much, Mimi?”

      She stares into her tea. “All of it. The savings. And then... they offered a loan.”

      “A loan?” My voice rises. “The casino gave you a loan? That’s⁠—“

      “Not the casino. A man there. He said he could help.” Her hands tremble around the mug. “I put up the house, André. As collateral.”

      The room seems to tilt sideways. “You what?”

      “Thirty days. We have thirty days to pay it back, or...” She can’t finish the sentence.

      I close my eyes, trying to breathe through the panic. The house. Our home. The only thing we have left of my parents, of generations of Thibodeauxs who built lives in this swamp.

      “How much?” I finally ask.

      She names a figure that makes my knees weak. More than I make in three months of tours.

      “I’ll fix this,” I hear myself saying, though I have no idea how. “We won’t lose the house. I promise.”

      Mimi’s thin hand covers mine. “I’m so sorry, cher. The machines... they call to me. I can’t explain it.”

      I squeeze her fingers. “We’ll get you help. And we’ll figure out the money. Somehow.”

      My phone buzzes. A text from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Opportunity for quick cash. Discreet, temporary work. Interested?

      

      

      

      

      

      I ignore it. Probably a scam.

      “Chantal from the tourism office was asking about you,” Mimi says, wiping her eyes. “Said something about a special job.”

      I nod absently, my eyes drifting to the wall of family photos. Four generations of Thibodeauxs stand in front of this house in various eras—my great-grandparents in stiff, formal poses; my grandparents on their wedding day; my parents holding infant me on the same porch where I now leave my muddy boots. The weight of their expectations settles on my shoulders.

      “I’ll call Chantal tomorrow,” I say, squeezing Mimi’s hand again. “Don’t worry. I’d do anything to keep this roof over our heads. Anything.”

      And God help me, I mean it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      November 27th

      
      ANDRÉ

      “André, these go in the family activities pile, not adult entertainment.” Chantal snatches the Christmas bonfire brochures from my hand, moving them to the correct stack. “Where’s your head today, cher?”

      “Sorry.” I rub my eyes, forcing a smile. “Just planning my tours for next week.”

      The tourism office is quiet this morning, just Chantal and me organizing promotional materials for the upcoming Cajun Christmas festival. I’ve been helping her for three years now—technically as a “cultural consultant,” but really it’s just extra cash for knowing which local bands draw crowds and which traditional foods the tourists expect.

      “You look like you haven’t slept,” she says, studying my face. “Everything okay with Mimi?”

      I arrange pamphlets with unnecessary precision. “She’s fine. We’re fine. Just busy season, you know?”

      Chantal’s known me since kindergarten. She doesn’t believe me for a second.

      “I tried calling you yesterday,” she says casually. “About a job opportunity.”

      My hands still. “What kind of opportunity?”

      “The kind that pays well.” She watches me carefully. “Very well.”

      I try to look merely interested rather than desperate. “I’m listening.”

      “How many jobs are you working right now, André? Besides the tours?”

      I shrug. “Catering for Landry’s on weekends. Festival consulting for you. A few private fishing guides when I can get them.” I don’t mention selling my grandpère’s vintage fishing lures on eBay or donating plasma twice a month.

      Chantal sighs. “And how’s that working out for you?”

      The question hits too close to home. I feel my smile falter, then reset. “We’re managing.”

      “Mmhmm.” She pulls out her phone. “I got a strange request yesterday. From the PR director for the Rougarous.”

      “The hockey team?”

      “Yes. She was looking for a recommendation.” Chantal turns her phone toward me. “For this.”

      I read the forwarded text message:

      
        
          
            
              
        Looking for companion for professional events over holiday season. Discreet, temporary arrangement. Compensation negotiable. Please recommend someone suitable.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blink. “Is this... are they asking for an escort?”

      “Not like that,” Chantal says quickly. “Just a date. For parties, team events. All public, all proper.”

      “Why would they pay someone for that? Don’t hockey players have women throwing themselves at them?”

      “It’s not about finding a date. It’s about finding the right date.” She takes her phone back. “Someone discreet, professional, who understands it’s just for show.”

      I stare at her. “And you thought of me? I’m flattered, I think.”

      “It pays three thousand dollars.”

      The number hits me like a physical blow. Three thousand dollars would cover the next mortgage payment with enough left to start tackling Mimi’s gambling debt.

      “What’s the catch?” My voice sounds distant to my own ears.

      “No catch. Attend some parties, smile for photos, make small talk.” She hesitates. “Okay, one catch. The guy left his last team with a mark on his reputation. There was an—incident.”

      “Incident?”

      “He caught his boyfriend—a teammate—with another teammate. He didn’t take it gracefully. Team dynamics crashed and burned. He got traded down to the Rougarous.”

      “And…”

      “And so he’s on the bottom rung. My friend Alicia, PR for the team, says his next trade could be out of hockey completely. She thinks he’s a good guy who’s had a couple of bad breaks. He started off being recruited out of college, but he got injured, then got bounced down to the team where his boyfriend cheated on him. And now, he’s trying to claw his way back up. But the optics aren’t in his favor.” 

      “I’m supposed to help, how? I don’t know anything hockey.”

      “You know people. You charm people. Just help the guy’s image and take home a little—or, in this case—a lot of extra cash.”

      “Anything else?” I can tell by the tone of her voice there is something else.

      “Nothing you can’t handle.”

      “Chantal?”

      She sighs. “The player in question has an ex who’s attending some of the events with the new boyfriend. This Rougarou player doesn’t need to be goaded into doing anything that could—well, that could set him off.”

      “So he’s got a temper?”

      “That’s the thing. Alicia says the guy is like an iceberg. Except for this one time…the time that got him traded down.”

      “Why didn’t the other two get traded?”

      Chantal shrugs. “Because this guy’s got an injury? I don’t know. Sports is not my thing.”

      “Mine, neither. Especially hockey.”

      I think of the house, of Mimi’s tearful confession. Of the thirty-day deadline hanging over our heads.

      “I don’t know, Chantal. Pretending to date someone for money feels...” I trail off, unable to find the right word.

      “Practical?” she supplies. “Strategic? Better than losing your family home?”

      My head snaps up. “How did you⁠—“

      “Mimi called me this morning. She’s worried about you.”

      Of course she did. In small towns, secrets have shorter lifespans than mayflies.

      “It’s under control,” I say automatically.

      “Clearly.” Her sarcasm is gentle but pointed. “Look, I’m not judging. But this could help, and it’s legitimate work. Just think about it.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. Unknown number, but the area code is familiar—the debt collector. Again.

      “I need to take this,” I mutter, stepping outside the office.

      The November air is unseasonably humid, promising rain later. I answer the call, moving away from the building’s windows.

      “Mr. Thibodeaux,” the voice is professionally unpleasant. “I’m calling about the outstanding debt secured against your property at 342 Bayou Lane.”

      “I’m aware of the situation,” I say, keeping my voice level. “As I explained yesterday, we’re arranging payment.”

      “Our client is concerned about the timeline. The thirty-day period was generous, but he’s willing to accept early payment for a ten percent reduction.”

      I close my eyes. “That’s not possible right now.”

      “Perhaps you misunderstand, Mr. Thibodeaux. This isn’t a bank loan with flexible terms. If payment isn’t received by January 9th, foreclosure proceedings begin immediately.”

      My stomach drops. “The agreement was⁠—“

      “The agreement gives our client the right to seize the property after thirty days. He’s not obligated to wait that long to file the paperwork.” The voice turns silky. “Of course, if you could provide a good-faith payment of, say, twenty percent this week, that might demonstrate your serious intention.”

      Twenty percent. Even with my next three paychecks, I couldn’t manage that.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I say finally.

      “Excellent. We’ll expect your call by Friday.” The line goes dead.

      I stand there, phone in hand, trying to breathe normally. The family home. The only thing we have left. The place where my parents’ memories live in every corner.

      When I return to the office, Chantal takes one look at my face and says, “Sit down before you fall down.”

      I collapse into a chair. “Tell me more about this hockey player.”

      She studies me for a moment, then nods. “His name is Eli Bergeron. Defenseman for the Rougarous.”

      “Bergeron? That’s a Cajun name.”

      “Boston Cajun, not Louisiana Cajun. He’s been with the team about a year.” She pulls up the team’s Instagram account on her phone, finds the post she’s looking for and passes the phone to me.
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